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Continuity and change in third sector policy
A change of government typically calls forth explorations of the extent to which policy change follows political change. Commentators seek to identify continuity and change in policy approaches across a range of fields. For the third sectorvoluntary organisations, community groups and social enterprises -debate along these lines is likely to continue as the UK Conservative-led coalition government's programme is implemented and moves into its second half. Is the policy framework, including both resources and direction, more or less the same under the new administration as with its predecessors? How different are the assumptions and understandings about the role and position of the third sector? Or is it too early to tell?
In the lead up to the 2010 General Election, it was possible to argue that the broad policy repertoire on the third sector between the Conservatives as outlined in opposition, and the existing Labour government, were roughly the same. Crisp et al (2009: 67) asked rhetorically 'If there was a change of government, and the third sector was looking the other way at the time, would it notice the difference?' They -4 -concluded, on the basis of pre-election pronouncements, that continuity would prevail, at least initially. In a case of pre-election convergence, the view of key politicians and policy makers was one of developing a supportive policy environment for the third sector, with increasing resources and an overall policy framework encapsulated by a 'Compact' between state and sector. The government would encourage the sector to play more of a role in delivering public services, with accompanying capacity building support to realise its potential. At the same time, grassroots community involvement and voluntary activity was promoted and supported by a small grants programme. The development and extension of such a consensus is likely to be a reflection of, and may be reinforced by, the extent to which the third sector falls outside the main sites of party political and ideological controversy (Kendall 2010 , Parry et al 2010 .
If in practice there was a gathering consensus, the rhetoric surrounding policy development for political parties in opposition tends to highlight difference. This draws our attention to a potential gulf between the claims parties may make for their policy programmes, in which they try to establish and highlight their distinctiveness Grants' funding programme has morphed into the Community First funding programme. The broad policy direction behind these re-badged initiatives is arguably much the same.
However, in its pre-election rhetoric, the Conservatives begun to develop a position that was much more likely than the incumbent Labour government to focus on the idea of 'state failure' and the problems caused by 'big government' (Crisp et al 2009: 69) . Crucially, as the credit crunch began to bite from 2007 onwards, the Conservatives decided to depart from the Labour government's public spending plans (Snowdon 2010) . Arguably this has been the single most decisive catalyst for the reawakening of competitive party politics in recent years. In combination, the subsequent attempt by the coalition government to implement a significant fiscal contraction in one parliamentary term (Taylor Gooby and Stoker 2011) , and the -5 -argument around 'state failure', begin to put some pressure on the idea of fundamental continuity over third sector policy between the previous and current administrations. Together these developments cohere under David Cameron's notion of the 'Big Society' (Cameron 2009 , Norman 2010 . This paper argues that these developments represent a significant discursive and theoretical disjuncture in how the third sector is understood as a focus for policy, and potentially marks the beginnings of a new relationship between the third sector and the state. The suggestion is that the closer 'partnership' model of relationships between the state and third sector under new Labour (Lewis 2005 ) may be making way for a different model. A partial decoupling of the state and the third sector may now be in train in the new political and economic context. Theoretically, this might signal a shift away from the idea of 'interdependence' between the state and the third sector, and towards a model involving separate spheres -from 'partnership' to a 'trial separation' -under the leitmotif and stewardship of the 'Big Society'.
Hence this paper aims to examine the intersection between the ideas expressed in debates about the 'Big Society' and the envisaged role and function of the third sector. In particular it draws upon Friedrich Hayek's notion of 'spontaneous order' to explore the idea of an independent, self-organised third sector as a site of social action in civil society at some remove from the state. Something of this perspective appears to weave through discussions and pronouncements around the 'Big Society', and there are signs in practice that the Coalition's programme is working with such assumptions, even where not explicitly stated. To introduce the argument, the first part of the paper briefly considers the idea of the Big Society, and the emerging debates over its interpretation. This is followed by an account of the relationship between the state and the third sector, as seen through the guise of the prominent theory of 'interdependence'. By way of contrast, the paper then moves on to discuss Hayek's notion of 'spontaneous order', and considers how the third sector and the 'Big Society' may be viewed in such terms. (Cameron 2006 ).
The Big
The Big Society was then heavily featured in policy pronouncements in the first weeks of the Coalition government after the inconclusive General Election of May 2010. The policy agenda focused on three strands: decentralisation ('community empowerment') with more power devolved to local councils and neighbourhoods; public services reform ('opening up public services') enabling charities, social enterprises, co-operatives, but also private companies, to compete to deliver public services; and thirdly programmes to encourage people to play more of an active role in communities ('social action'), such as the National Citizen Service for 16 year olds and the Community Organisers Programme.
Subsequently the Big Society agenda appears to have experienced a rather troubled life, with many apparent re-launches, and a cacophony of critical commentary (Macmillan 2013) . Over time its use in policy documents, ministerial statements and speeches appears to have declined somewhat, leading many to pronounce its demise. Nonetheless it has attracted a growing stream of academic analysis, seeking to understand the origins and meaning of the idea, particularly in relation to existing ideological traditions on the right and left, and its translation into a set of policy proposals and practical initiatives (see, for example, Alcock 2010 , Smith 2010 , Scott 2011 , Taylor 2012 , Sage 2012 .
The idea of the Big Society has sparked a lively debate. However, to date it has not been framed in terms of theories of the third sector's existence, role in society and its relationship to the state. This opens the question of whether, fundamentally, a -7 -view is taken of the third sector as potentially in conflict or competition with the state, or whether a more co-operative and complementary relationship is thought to apply. The notion of 'Big Government' reveals a key assumption behind the Big Society. It becomes the rather abstract but positive imagined future of individual and community responsibility set against a traditional ideological critique of (big) 'state failure'. In this view the state tends to be ineffective in tackling society's major issues, or worse, part of the problem itself. There is more than a hint in some ministerial speeches that the state and the third sector have become too close, that the state 'crowds out' civil society and compromises its independence. In an interesting echo of the language of 'welfare dependency', the suggestion is that many third sector organisations have become too dependent on public funding. In practice it is likely to be a more complex situation. The relationship between the third sector and the state could be an empirical matter, concerning, for example, the nature of concrete financial, regulatory and operational relationships and connections between third sector organisations and public bodies. But at a more abstract level it is also a theoretical matter, focusing on about the respective roles Third sector organisations were encouraged to play a part in policy planning and implementation, seats at the table were made available, for example through a national 'strategic partners' programme of funding representative umbrella bodies from the third sector, and in local strategic partnerships, and financial and political support was given to develop the third sector's role. Recent work on understanding policy responses to the economic downturn and recession, highlights the close relationship between the third sector's policy elite and government officials between 2008 to 2010 leading to a number of 'summits' and an 'action plan' . Arguably this represents the high point of new Labour's corporatist partnership relationship with the third sector. In so far as such a set of events and arrangements are less imaginable under the Conservative-led Coalition government, then we might safely assume that we are in somewhat new territory. A new understanding of the relationship between the state and the third sector is required.
-9 -
Hayek's spontaneous order
Given the purported interdependence between the third sector and the state, there is something of a dilemma for those who are keen to promote the former but not particularly the latter. Where might they turn for theoretical support? Here I will draw upon the social and economic theory of Friedrich Hayek (1899 Hayek ( -1992 , and particular his idea of the spontaneous order, to suggest a potential source of inspiration.
Hayek is typically regarded as an uncompromising advocate of liberty, free markets (Wainwright 1994 , Gamble 1996 , Glasman 1996 , Griffiths 2007 ).
Hayek's theoretical idea of the 'spontaneous order' (Hayek 1979) -10 -free markets represent the best mechanism for conveying and communicating local, imperfect and fragmented knowledge held by individuals. Gamble (1996: 38) argues that a spontaneous order "results from the unintended consequences of all agents using the local knowledge at their disposal to pursue their interests within a single framework of general rules which prescribe just conduct".
Using local information, agents must be free to pursue their goals. They may succeed or fail, but the minute adjustments that arise from disappointment, error or failure create not only a continuously evolving self-generating order, but also the discovery of new knowledge. Petsoulas (2001: 2-3) Although the prime example is the market, we might from this account of Hayek's theory of spontaneous order distil three key dimensions through which to assess the third sector. If we are to regard it as a spontaneous order, firstly it has (or should have) no singular purpose and no central direction; secondly it utilises (or should utilise) dispersed local knowledge in a trial and error experimental process of ideas, approaches, projects and organisations; and thirdly it works (or should work) through self-organising adjustments to local circumstances.
The first condition implies that the third sector (or wider civil society) should be viewed in polycentric terms, that is, as a system of many different and dispersed independent decision making authorities, operating as a plural, self-coordinating field, guided by interdependent relationships of regard and incremental mutual adjustment, rather than through a single hierarchical 'monocentric' authority structure (Polanyi 1951, McGinnis and Ostrom 2011) . Drawing from this view, the third sector would be seen as a misnomer. It should be regarded as a multifold collection or field of independent interacting entities, rather than as a single coherent 'sector' which might be given an organised political purpose or voice.
-11 -
The second dimension involves a discovery mechanism for how the civil society and the third sector operates to pursue its multiple purposes. Some projects will work, others will fail, new needs and ways of meeting them will be discovered and tried, and over time an evolutionary selection process operates within the third sector to reward successful ventures and eliminate the less successful. Finally, the flexibility, innovative capacity and versatility of third sector organisations is highlighted in the third condition. The result of these three conditions in operation is effectively a spontaneous order.
For each condition it is important to note and distinguish a normative case for a spontaneous order from empirical claims which seek to describe the sector in such terms. The third sector might actually display elements of a spontaneous order anyway, in so far as the state's role is downplayed, and its diversity and pluralism highlighted. However, if the sector does not display features of a spontaneous order, the political task for those wishing to promote it as such, is to create the conditions for a spontaneous order. There is of course a contradiction laced through the latter view, and affecting much of Hayek's own thought (Gamble 1996) , which questions the legitimacy of deliberate political action in many versions of classical liberalism and conservatism. One response may be to suggest that the third sector has somehow become trapped or entangled in the web of state-led bureaucratic processes and regulations. To thrive as an independent spontaneous order, it thus requires some form of liberation, in exactly the same way that a 'free economy' required a 'strong state' (Gamble 1988) . This kind of argument has surfaced in contemporary political discussion in the U.K. This perspective would argue that the 1997 to 2010 Labour governments tried to work with civil society as a 'made order' or a 'taxis', even attempting to rename it as the 'third sector'. As a result it was stifled and its independence compromised. In contrast, the third sector should always be regarded as an independent 'spontaneous order' or 'cosmos'. In these terms, the Conservative-led coalition project for the third sector can be seen as an attempt to decouple the state and sector in theory, or fundamentally recast the relationship between the state and the third sector in practice. In the next section we consider how this is being attempted by the UK Coalition government formed in 2010.
Making the Big Society as a spontaneous order
-12 - The emerging perspective of an independent civil society is likely to resonate well with many practitioners in the third sector, including, for example those concerned with the overload of bureaucratic 'red tape', the loss of independence as a consequence of delivering public services under contract, and particularly those keen to demonstrate innovative ideas and projects, DIY community action, networking and peer to peer support as well as the vibrancy of 'unorganised' social movements and citizen action.
However, beyond efforts to talk up the role and contribution of an independent sector, through praise, encouragement and showcasing, how might a government inspired by these ideas seek to create and promote a more independent civil society?
Creating the conditions for a third sector spontaneous order
Here we consider several policy developments which appear to signal the attempt to instigate a process of (re)creating an independent third sector. This occurs by dismantling existing institutional arrangements and challenging existing assumptions. The coalition government elected in May 2010 quickly established a fiscal consolidation programme based around significant public spending constraint (Taylor Gooby and Stoker 2011) . Overall, the aim was to eliminate the structural deficit within one five year parliament. For a third sector which had grown partly on the basis of increased public spending, this was likely to have major repercussions We might observe two rather contradictory notions of 'independence' in play here: firstly, the role envisaged for strategic partners in promoting the 'Big Society' may cause some concern over their capacity for independent action and critical policy work, but secondly in contrast independence from financial relationships with the state is being heavily promoted. Once again the government is signalling that it is seeking to divest itself of responsibility for the third sector, in this case it is local infrastructure, albeit with an accompanying 'transition' programme. It is a one-off programme, designed to develop different models of infrastructure support in the third sector. Government, or at least central government, should again get out of the way.
These three examples, all being rolled out in the early years of the Coalition, provide some evidence of a significant change in the assumed and envisaged relationship between the state and the third sector, or at least parts of it. The 'horizontal' third sector relationship with the state is being significant recast, if not dismantled. There is to be much less investment and less central coordination between government departments; what might be regarded as the 'corporatist' strategic policy relationships established under the previous administration at the centre of government are being uprooted; and the support mechanisms for developing the sector are being fundamentally rethought. The suggestion is that this represents an attempt to forge a fundamentally different conception of the role of the third sector, and its relationship with the state.
Theorising an independent third sector
It is worth looking ahead to ask what the third sector and social action, regarded as a spontaneous order, decoupled from the state, might actually look like. What does a Hayekian theory of the third sector involve? In this section we outline the parameters of such a theory. This is offered as an analytical starting point rather than a positive endorsement. In practice, Hayek had very little to say both on nonmarket spontaneous orders and on the 'independent sector'. His reference point is (Zahra et al 2009: 523-4) . They seek to persuade others to join them in a cause. Actions, and sometimes associations and social movements result from these endeavours.
The focus would then turn to how such action would be organised, resourced and how it would operate in practice, particularly if the state's role was held back in the margins as a 'night-watchman' of minimal legal protection and regulation. In this conception, social entrepreneurs would use their skills and networks to inspire support for the development and implementation of their ideas. They would beg, steal and borrow ideas from other places. They talk to others, seek advice, develop local solutions (although these are often in the shadow of more or less well circulated forms of 'best practice') and tailor them to fit the problem they wish to tackle. They would bring together and combine different resources to create social action and social change in their defined field. A range of (non-state) stakeholdersmore or less actively involved ordinary citizens and volunteers, funders, influential and well-connected people -would then be free to offer support in terms of finance, free practical help and involvement, and expertise or small-p 'political' support and encouragement to confer legitimacy and increase regard. These stakeholders become 'friends of' particular projects, but operate as would-be consumers in a market for projects seeking support. They would be free to pick and choose between projects according to their own values, preferences and priorities, which -20 -may include their judgement that such projects would be successful, or that they might secure an appropriate social and/or financial return.
In this way a coalition of interest is formed. New innovative projects and ideas would come and go, wax and wane according to a spontaneous process of attracting and sustaining followers, resources and regard. This process could be seen as the organisational equivalent of the reproduction and promotion of 'emotional energy' between small groups of individuals in Randall Collins' framework of 'interaction ritual chains' (Collins 2004) . A 'market' for emotional energy described by Collins, in which individuals in social milieu are drawn towards the 'buzz' associated with some groupings, and away from lower energy settings, captures quite well the similar spontaneous ebb and flow of 'energy', resources and regard in competing social action initiatives. This might be a micro-foundation for a Hayekian theory of social action.
The discovery mechanism in civil society's spontaneous order is likely to be a judgement of what projects and initiatives are seen to be effective in 'doing good', however this 'good cause' is made manifest in practice. Projects and initiatives compete with each other for attention and resources. In this 'market' for projects, the flow of energy, regard and resources would be towards those projects seen to be successful and away from those seen to be less so. However, success is not in the main a technical evaluative judgement; rather it is a more intangible judgement of where 'energy' is focused and sustained in pursuit of social aims, and whether persuasive and credible narratives around projects are promoted, circulated and followed. What kind of 'buzz' is thus generated which can attract the involvement and commitment of a range of individuals.
An apparatus and movement around impact assessment, including kite marks, quality assurance and awards, would emerge to strengthen the credibility of such narratives in the competitive market of projects and initiatives. An institutional architecture of rating and evaluation agencies would be established to guide people to make judgements and choices in placing their commitment, energy and money between competing causes. Through this process successful projects would be 'discovered', where success is the capture and maintenance of scarce supplies of energy and commitment. The Hayekian discovery mechanism here is around nonstate, spontaneous responses to social needs and problems identified in a cause and seeing if resources can be attracted to address them. Initiatives may work -21 -symbolically, and may work actually in achieving what they set out to achieve, which may or may not be related to a publicly recognised purpose. Shared emotional experiences then result, mobilising support around the development of an idea and a set of social activities.
Rather than price being the arbiter and sign of value, the 'currency' in social action projects would be intangible flows energy, commitment and 'buzz'. However, this would be supported by non-state financial resources, including organised individual or institutional philanthropy, social investments and commitments from venture philanthropists, market share through trading good and services, and possibly for full and sub-contracts from public bodies or private sector prime contractors.
Projects, initiatives and organisations thus compete with each other for limited supplies of energy, regard and resources.
Arguably this conception of an independent spontaneous sphere of social action provides a partially accurate account of many patterns and trends in society and the sector already. Many of the processes described here happen already in the ebb and flow of third sector projects and initiatives. Crucially, however, the state has been purposefully written out of the story. This would be a wholly positive move for Hayekian-inspired actors, who, as we have seen, would see the state's role in zerosum terms with respect to civil society. In this view it is unquestionably damaging and tends to crowd out civil society and social action. Yet in practice the state has a very real role in civil society, social action and the third sector. This suggests that Hayekian assumptions of independent social action only work if the state's role, as identified in Salamon's notion of interdependence, is ignored. The state becomes airbrushed from a Hayekian account of civil society.
A more problematic question for Hayekian theoretical thinking in this area is that the conception of a spontaneous order of a decoupled independent third sector and civil society is likely to resemble a rather marketised third sector. As mentioned, Hayek had very little to say about civil society and the third sector, and the prime example of a spontaneous order is the market. This raises the question over whether, over time, the price mechanism would gain a greater foothold as an arbiter of value, and as the Hayekian discovery mechanism in the third sector alongside or in place of an intangible assessment of energy and regard. In the absence of an active state role, is there a viable account of the third sector, independent from the state, that doesn't turn it into a fully functioning market, or must it be so?
Conclusion: The Big Society as a spontaneous order?
This paper has drawn from and tried to link Hayekian social theory with arguments around the 'Big Society', alongside an analysis of key policy developments in the first few years of the UK Coalition government formed in 2010. From this it has outlined the contours of a paradigm shift in the relationship between the state and the third sector, and in framing how the third sector is understood. The coalition government is attempting to change the goalposts in relation to the third sector, shifting the terms of the debate, and moving away from the 'partnership' agenda promoted by its predecessors. There is some sense of a different understanding of the sector's relationship with government, and arguably a new regime governing the third sector is in formation.
However, we should be mindful of alternative explanations. Firstly, it might be too early to tell whether such a paradigm shift is taking place, and so far continuity in actual policy remains the key feature of the new coalition's approach. The grand aims and proclamations of ministers and other policymakers may easily distort the real situation, which involves at best slow incremental change. It is not difficult to find antecedents of these developments under previous administrations. There is always some strength in this kind of argument, but that should not prevent a cautious exploration of emergent possibilities. The Coalition government is not prepared to invest to the same extent or in the same ways as previous governments, and this is partly couched in terms of necessity; the demands of deficit reduction are used to outweigh other considerations. Alongside this, its language suggests a different view of the sector's role in relation to the state, and some significant decisions suggest an attempt to bring this view to fruition.
A second alternative adopts a pragmatic view of policy making. In practice governments cannot help but to draw in and draw from key strategic nongovernmental policy actors in order to shape and develop policy and seek to resolve problems. At the same time, many third sector organisations will retain relationships with specific aspects of the state, such as local authorities, and different central government departments, such as health, education and work and pensions. The impact on the third sector of the changes maybe differentiated across the sector. Again this is undoubtedly true, but the argument here is not that -23 -a complete separation is underway, but nonetheless a fundamental recasting of the relationship. The question is whether the context of pragmatic policy network relationships is any different to the previous administration. A signal that independence should prevail, that the structures supporting inter-dependent relationships are to be cut-back and curtailed, alongside diminished resources represents a changed dynamic in the relationship. We may be witnessing a shift in relative emphasis from 'horizontal' to 'vertical' relationships, with the third sector seen less as a whole but through particular service delivery and activity fields: employment services, community development, health, and so on.
A third alternative is that the coalition is merely re-organising the deck chairs. A particular policy network, built by and associated with the previous government, is being dismantled. In its place might come new, perhaps less formal, relationships and mechanisms for state-third sector interactions, without significant resources, and potentially with new faces. These might be people and organisations more amenable to the policy direction the government is seeking to pursue. This view might also be true, but again the debate is over the structural institutionalised form and meaning of the relationships, not that there are to be no relationships between the state and the third sector.
As time passes we will have a clearer picture from which to draw conclusions. The argument here is that this could be part of an emergent and partial project to bring about a 'decoupling' of the state and the third sector. Fundamentally it involves unraveling what we might take to be the relative 'corporatism' of new Labour's approach to the sector. This was never a full process in the first place, but the current trends involve a partial decoupling; a loosening of the reigns. It is partial for all the reasons we have explored here; because we don't yet know whether these early signs will continue, but also because it is likely to be differentiated across the sector. We do not yet know what the full implications of this will be. However, the early signs we have been discussing suggest a fundamental shift is being attempted, based on a different view of the third sector. In policy-makers understandings, we move from a Salamon-world of interdependence between government and the third sector, to a Hayekian-world of independent and spontaneous social action. This understanding may be a fundamental mischaracterisation of actual relationships between the state and the sector in all their complexity, but arguably this does not matter. The vision of an independent third sector, with the state out of the way, is guiding some significant policy shifts.
-24 -Whatever the realpolitik of 'events', bargaining and compromise, ideas do matter in understanding policy change.
